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Pfleosont nesting Ecology 
Each year in April (and sometimes 
earlier) the crowing of cock pheas-
ants heralds the start of the pheasant 
reproductive season. 
The polygynous (more than one 
female mate per male) cocks stake 
out their territories and begin crow-
ing to attract hens and to warn other 
cocks to "keep out." Groups of three 
to four hens can sometimes be seen 
gathered around the strutting and 
brilliantly colored males. 
Once a hen is bred she remains 
fertile for an average of 22 days after 
mating. Research indicates that 95% 
of the eggs laid by hens are fertile. 
This is true even in areas where 
cocks are heavily hunted. It is appar-
ent that hens have no problem locat-
ing a rooster. 
Pheasant hens commonly drop 
single eggs randomly or lay their 
eggs in a dump nest (two or more 
hens laying eggs in a single nest) 
which is often abandoned. 
Other hens may start and then 
abandon apparently undisturbed 
nests, particularly in the early part of 
the nesting season. Observations of 
these abandoned nests have led to 
the idea that hens are infertile due to 
a lack of males. 
Such infertility has never been 
documented in any of the numerous 
and extensive pheasant nesting 
studies. 
Fortunately, most hens that aban-
don or lose their nests will attempt to 
renest one ~r more times. Although 
renesting is common in pheasants, 
the hens hatch and rear only one 
brood per hen per breeding season. 
Small pheasant chicks seen in late 
July and August are from late nesting 
hens and primarily represent renest-
ing attempts of previously ·unsuc-
cessful hens. 
In South Dakota pheasant hens 
begin egg laying sometime between 
late April and the end of July. Initial 
egg laying (and consequently hatch-
ing) begins earlier in the southern 
part of the state than in the north. 
The actual dates also vary with 
spring weather conditions. 
Hens will lay an egg, on average, 
every 11/3 days until the full clutch 
(group of eggs) is layed. In South 
Lester D . Flake, Associate Professor of Wildlife Sciences 
Dakota clutch size in nests that hatch 
averages 10 to 11 eggs. Dump nests 
sometimes contain up to 30 eggs, but 
these are rarely incubated. 
Incubation starts when the clutch 
is completed, and hatching begins 
23 to 24 days after incubation begins. 
The hen and young will leave the 
nest within one day, and late hatch-
ing chicks are occasionally left pip-
ping in the egg. The hen generally 
rears these young very near the 
hatching site (rarely more than a 
mile away). 
Questions & recent research 
Where do pheasants nest? Why do 
they nest where they do? How suc-
cessful are pheasants at nesting? 
What, if anything, can we do to 
improve pheasant nesting success 
and thereby help to increase pheas-
ant numbers? 
We have some of the answers to 
these important questions. In 1973 
and 197 4 we conducted field re-
search on pheasant nesting in Sinai 
Township in Brookings County. 
We studied (1) how pheasants dis-
tributed their nests in the available 
vegetative cover, (2) how the types of 
vegetative cover related to nesting 
success, and (3) major causes of nest 
failure. 
We mapped out the different types 
ofland use (shelterbelts, crops, etc.) 
each year. Field crews then sys-
tematically searched the mapped 
areas for pheasant nests during the 
period of 15 May to 23 August each 
year. Whenever a pheasant nest was 
found, location, number of eggs, in-
cubation stage, vegetation type, and 
other information were recorded. 
Nests were rechecked later to de-
termine if they were successful or 
not. 
Nesting: success and failure 
Roadsides and tame hay had re-
latively high densities of nests. 
Pheasant success in these cover 
types would rate as average com-
pared to other studies. 
Idle farmland and roadside habitat 
areas produced nearly half of the 
pheasant crop and yet composed 
only about 14% of the total nesting 
cover. An additional 9.1 % of pheas-
ant production came from tame hay 
fields which amounted to only 1.7% 
of the total available nesting cover. 
Alfalfa fields had intermediate 
nest densities but, due to mowing, 
contributed little to total hatched 
nests. 
Fencerows were generally only a 
few feet wide and proved too narrow 
to .afford protection from ground 
predators; 80% of these nests were 
destroyed or abandoned. A few yards 
of field edge left along the f encerow 
would likely make this type of strip 
cover safe and valuable nesting 
habitat. 
Abandonment was highest in pas-
tures, since cattle were often put in 
pastures where pheasants were nest-
ing. Abandonment was apparently 
due to grazing and direct trampling. 
Pheasant nests in shelterbelts had 
a hatching success of 50%, while 
nests in small grains had a 37.5% 
hatching success. 
Other studies on pheasant nesting 
throughout the United States have 
shown that, out of attempted nests, a 
hatching success of over 30% is a 
very high success rate. 
The highest nesting success rates 
were found in cover types with low 
nest densities. For instance, we 
found only five nests in flax fields 
(only 1 nest per 20 acres), butthey all 
hatched. Although success was high 
in flax fields, the overall contribu-
tion to the pheasant population was 
small, since few hens actually nest in 
flax fields. 
One reason for this high nesting 
success, at least in flax and small 
grain fields, is that most nests in 
these cover types are second nests, 
attempted by hens who failed in 
thier initial attempt. These hens ap-
pear to abandon less readily. Furth-
ermore, when they nest in a small 
grain or flax field, they nest in a vast 
area of cover that is apparently dif-
ficult for predators to search. 
How can you increase 
pheasant numbers? 
Pheasant nesting is a complex 
phenomenon affected by all sorts of 
variables such as numbers of availa-
ble hens, extreme temperatures, 
precipitation, types and dispersion 
of nesting cover, mowing dates, and 
predation. 
The success of pheasants in pro-
ducing an annual pheasant "crop" is 
no less difficult to achieve than the 
success of agricultural crops which 
are also influenced by a multitude of 
factors. 
However, our studies and others 
indicate that management for par-
ticular types of vegetative cover can 
have a highly positive effect on 
pheasant nesting success. 
Landowners seeking to maintain 
or increase pheasant populations 
should be aware of important nest-
ing habitat on their land. Roadsides 
can be left unmowed or mowed only 
after mid-July when most pheasants 
have hatched. Weeds can be spot 
mowed or sprayed. Idle lands in 
poorly accessible corners or in areas 
needing soil protection can be left 
ungrazed permanently or at least 
until mid-July. 
If you wish to manage particularly 
for pheasants, seed idle areas and 
high soil loss lands into various types 
of dense nesting cover that will be 
secure from predation and distur-
bance. 
For example, a stand of tall and 
intermediate wheatgrass mixed with 
sweetclover and alfalfa provides ex-
cellent nesting security and is highly 
attractive to nesting hens. Specific 
dense nesting cover seeding rates 
can be obtained by contacting your 
local Soil Conservation Service Of-
fice or the Wildlife Conservation Of-
ficer (Department of Wildlife, Parks 
and Forestry) in your area. 
Pheasant nesting results by cover type for the Sinai Township (Brookings County, 
South Dakota), 1973-1974 combined. 
Percent of Percent of 
Vegetative total Nests per Percent Percent Percent total 
cover type nesting cover 10 acres hatched destroyed** abandoned hatched nests 
Idle farmland 11.3 4.0 26.8 57.1 16.1 34.1 
Roadside 2.9 8.6 21.4 46.4 32.2 13.6 
Alfalfa 14.6 1.5 8.3 87.5 4.2 4.5 
Tame hay 1.7 8.8 23.5 41.2 35.3 9.1 
Small grain 26.4 0.6 37.5 56.3 6.2 13.6 
Fencerow 3.0 4.5 6.7 86.6 6.7 2.3 
Pasture 27.5 0.5 6.7 40.0 53.3 2.3 
Shelterbelt 4.0 2.0 50.0 37.5 12.5 9.1 
Flax• 8.5 0.5 100.0 0 0 11.4 
*Only 5 nests were found in flax. all hatched. 
• *By farm machinery, predators and/or livestock, includes abandoned nests that were destroyed before located. 
Pastures can be improved for both 
cattle and pheasants by using defer-
red grazing techniques. If grazing in 
shelterbelts is controlled, both the 
trees and pheasant "crop" will be 
healthier. 
Grain fields, particularly oats, can 
be important nesting cover and yet 
you must keep perspective on this, 
as these fields provide only a small 
portion of a pheasant's total habitat 
requirements. Pheasants can't sur-
vive South Dakota winters in grain 
stubble fields. 
Even on protected refuges less 
than half of the hens will live from 
one fall to the next because of the 
natural high death rate of pheasants. 
Many of the hens are killed during 
the summer reproductive season, a 
dangerous and exhaustive period. 
Because of the high natural mortality 
rates, annual numbers of pheasants 
are particularly dependent on suc-
cessful nesting by surviving hens. 
Good winter cover (large marshes 
with emergent vegetation, such as 
cattails, or extremely dense and 
wide shelterbelts) is required to get 
pheasants through the more severe 
portions of winter. Additionally, 
suitable food, preferably within a 
quarter mile of the winter cover, is 
needed. 
These winter cover requirements 
of pheasants must be considered if 
you intend to develop nesting cover. 
If pheasants cannot survive the 
winter on your land or on nearby 
land you will have few nesting hens 
to utilize the nesting cover. 
Producing pheasants on farmland 
in South Dakota is just like produc- ( 
ing any other crop. Once you under-
stand what the crop needs then it is a 
matter of providing those needs. 
Proper pheasant management 
means habitat preservation, de-
velopment, and management ac- ' 
companied by a few changes in 
cropping practices. 
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